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The Etymology of Syriac dastablra. — By Roland G-. 
Kent, Assistant Professor in the University of 
Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, Pa. 

On two Aramaic, or rather Syriac, incantation bowls, listed 
as CBM» 16086 and CBM 16019, in the Archaeological Mu- 
seum of the University of Pennsylvania, there occurs the word 
KTanDI, which is here found for the first time. On CBM 
16086 the word occurs four times, in the following phrases: 

"This NTQflm against all the demons and satans and devils 
and Liliths", etc. 

"He wrote against them a KTanDI, which is for all time 
by the virtue of" certain magical syllables. 

"I have dismissed you" (the devils) "by the KTOnDY'. 

"Charmed and sealed and countersealed is this KTOnDT by 
the virtue of" certain cabalistic syllables. 

On CBM 16019 the word occurs for times likewise, in 
phrases that are practical duplications of those on CBM 16086. 

Prof. J. A. Montgomery, who is preparing these bowls for 
publication, asked the writer to investigate the etymology of 
the word, which is manifestly non-Semitic. 

NTonDT may be read dastabira or dastaberd. Certain fea- 
tures are plain: 1. The final -a is the "emphatic Aleph", and 
is therefore to be disregarded from the etymological standpoint, 
as a Semitic addition to the original word. 2. The word, 
from its context, must denote either the bowl, or the writing 
on the bowl, or the charm that the bowl effects, or some 
similar idea. 3. The first part is evidently the Pahlavi dast 
'hand', = old Persian dasta-, Avestan zasta-, Skt. hasta-. This 
as an element of a compound lends itself well to the idea 
necessary: "handwriting" occurs at once as a natural meaning. 
4. Since DDT is from the Persian, the word is a borrowing 



1 CBM = Catalogue of the Babylonian Museum. 

VOD. XXXI. Part. iv. 25 



360 Roland O. Kent, [1911. 

from the Persian — more narrowly speaking, from the Pahlavi 
or middle Persian, as the bowls are of about the sixth century 
AD. 

"What now is the element -bir- or -her-? Unfortunately 
neither this word nor any word resembling it is to be found 
in the Pahlavi glossaries '; and recourse must be had to the 
consideration of the possibilities from the phonetic standpoint: 

In Pahlavi initial b represents older Iranian &; thus Pahlavi 
braS 'brother' = old Persian and Avestan brdtar-, Sanskrit 
bhratar-\ This Iranian b represents Indo-European 6 and bh*, 
appearing in Sanskrit as b and bh respectively. Perhaps older 
dv initial appears as b in Pahlavi, though this is uncertain 4 . 
Iranian p after vowels becomes Pahlavi b b ; but as this TO is 
the second element of a compound, such an origin for b is 
here unlikely. 

Pahlavi I represents older i 6 ; or I with compensatory leng- 
thening as in tlr = Avestan tiyri- 'arrow' 7 ; or ya iya s . If 
on the other hand TO be read -bir-, Pahlavi e may represent 
the earlier diphthong ai, appearing in old Persian as ai and 
in Avestan as ae and bi 9 , or a changed to e by the influence 
of a y in the next syllable, as in eran = Avestan airyana- 10 ; 
or a contracting with immediately following y that developed 
from (Avestan) y, as in aneran = Avestan anayranam n ; it 
develops also from aya ahya aSy 1 " 1 . 

Pahlavi r may represent earlier r 13 ; less often ^r 14 , 6r 15 , 
hr le , rn 17 , possibly rd (old Persian rd, Avestan r^) 18 . 

The modern Persian _o Mr may be first disposed of. This 

i Hoshanji and Haug, An old Zand- Pahlavi Glossary, ed. 2, 1870; 
West, Mainyo-i-Khard, with glossary, 1871; West and Haug, Glossary 
and Index of the Pahlavi-Texts Arda Viraf, &c, 1874; de Harlez, Manuel 
du Pehlevi, 1880. 

2 Salemann, Mittelpersisch, §20 a, in Geiger and Kuhn's Grundriss 
der iranischen Philologie, vol. I, part 3. 

3 Bartholomae, Torgeschichte der iranischen Sprachen, § 3. 2, 3, in 
Geiger and Kuhn, op. cit., vol. I, part 1. 

« Salemann, op. cit. § 33 N. 2. 5 ib., § 15, § 18. 

6 ib., § 36. 7 ib., § 39 1, § 21 d. 8 ib. § 39. 

» ib., §36. io ib., §41. ii ib., §21d. 12 ib., §41. 

13 ib., §30. u ib., §21d. is ib., §22b. »« ib., §24. 

17 ib-i § 30. is ib., § 30. As rd may become Pahlavi I with loss 

of the d, it would appear likely that as r ordinarily remains r, this 
group might develop also into Pahlavi r. 
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has the meanings 'lightning; a well; a couch, bedcover; flood; 
to memorize; brother, hero, brave'; none of these would in the 
compound yield a suitable meaning. Apart from that con- 
sideration, y*i is in some meanings derived from Hebrew and 
in the others from Arabic, so that it is out of the question 
here. 

To turn now to the Avestan words 1 , several fit fairly well 
the phonetic requirements 2 : 

ba'rya-, neut. subst., 'carrying, receipt'. 

ba oi rya- (graphic for barvya-), adj. 'to be chewed, solid', in 
reference to food. 

6ar 8 ta-, ptc, 'carried'. 

dvar-, masc. subst., 'door, gate' 3 . 

Of these none seems semantically possible. 

Sanskrit yields a few words suitable for consideration: 

bhadra-, adj., 'bright, happy'; as neut. subst., 'fortune'. 

bharya-, adj., 'to be supported or maintained'; as masc. subst., 
'soldier, servant'; as fern, subst., 'wife'. 

bhlra-, adj., 'frightening, terrifying'. 

bhlru-, adj., 'timid'. 

dvdrya-, adj., 'belonging to or being at a door' 3 . 

Here, at last, we find in bhira- a likely source for T2: 
KTOriDT may well be the Syriac representation of a hypothet- 
ical old Persian *dasta-bira-, Avestan *zasta-bira-, Sanskrit 
*hasta-bhira-, 'a thing terrifying by the hand( writing)', that 
is, a 'written deterrent' as opposed to a 'spoken deterrent' 
against the demons. 

This implies, of course, that dasta- depends upon -Mr- in 
an instrumental relation; but in such compounds the first 
element may stand in any case relation to the second: cf. 
Sanskrit hasta-kamala-m 'a lotus held in or by the hand', hasta- 
dlpa-s 'a lantern carried in or by the hand', hasta-sqjna 'a 



i Bartholomae, Altiranisches Worterbuch. 

2) Should initial p be considered a possibility for the b of T3, then 
we must take the following words also into account; parma-, neut. subst., 
'feather, wing'; pa»rva-, adj., 'former'; pao'rya- (graphic for parvya-), 
adj., 'first'; patar- pdBr-, masc. subst., 'protector'. Of these, the last, 
in a -ya- derivative, would yield a good meaning, but the phonetic deve- 
lopment seems to the writer highly improbable. 

3 The bowls were placed at the corners of the house, not at the door, 
so that derivation from this word is precluded. 
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sign made with the hand', hastabharana-m 'an ornament for 
the hand', hastdlambha-s 'support for the hand, refuge, hope'; 
Greek x u P~ a y*>yw a ' a leading by the hand', x ei P°-yP a 4> s 'written 
by the hand', x ei P°-t jmvTK 'diviner by palmistry'; Latin man- 
suetus 'accustomed to the hand, tame'; Gothic handu-waurhts 
'made with the hand'; English handbill 'a printed sheet to 
be distributed by hand', handbook 'book of reference suitable 
for carrying in the hand or for keeping at hand', handcuff, 
handpress, handshake, handiwork, manufacture. 

As for the meaning of dasta- = 'handwriting', this is a 
meaning found in English hand, German Hand, French main,. 
Italian mano, as well as in Greek x«i» and in Latin manus: 

Hyperides ap. Poll. II. 153 rfjv airov x e V a apvelo-Oai 'to deny 
his own hand'. 

I Epistle to the Corinthians xvi 21 6 ao-iraoyjos rfj 1/j.fj x«/>» 
IlavAov 'the salutation of me Paul with mine own hand'. 

Cicero in Catil. 3. 5. 12 manum suam cognovit 'he admitted 
his own hand'. 

Cicero ad Att. 8. 13. 1 lippitudinis meae signum tibi sit 
librarii manus 'let the scribe's handwriting be evidence to you 
of my eye-trouble'. 

Cicero ad Att. 7. 2. 3 Alexidis manum amabam, quod tarn 
prope accedebat ad similitudinem tuae litterae 'I liked Alexis' 
hand, because it was so like your writing'. 

NTanm seems now to mean a 'handwritten deterrent' in 
distinction from a 'spoken deterrent'. 'Hand' is indeed not 
infrequently used in opposition to 'word', but in the sense of 
'force'; so Iliad I. 77 oreo-tv km. x e P<rw aprfiav 'that you will 
defend me by word and by deed' 1 ; but in the case oi a charm 
the meaning 'force' is impossible. The alternatives are a 
'written charm' and a 'spoken charm'; and the word 'hand' is 
readily available to distinguish the former from the latter. 
An interesting parallel to 'spoken deterrent' is found in Sanskrit: 
v&c-, fern., 'voice' and Matd- 'hurt, wounded, destroyed, violated', 
when compounded, form a neut. subst. vdk-kSata- 'offense by 
words', as opposed to physical assault: and vac- with danda-, 
masc, 'stick', makes vdg-danda- 'speech assault, reproof, repri- 
mand, verbal injury'. 



Cf. Iliad I. 395 -J) frrei . . . rfi ml Zpyip, and the common idiom \6yip 
Kcd tpyy. 
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Phonetically and semantically, therefore, there is no ob- 
jection to this etymology for KTOnDT; but there are two other 
possibilities in the Avestan, that should not be overlooked: 

1. boiwra-, neut. subst., 'fight, strife', for earlier *baibra- i , 
would become Pehlevi *bewr, and if borrowed with omission 
of the weak sound w would give Syriac -ber-, with an excellent 
sense: 'strife or fight by means of handwriting'. The omission 
of the w is however a serious objection. 

2. Avestan var s zya- 'activity, work', a substantivized neuter 
adjective, = 'faciendum'. In old Persian this would appear 
as *v(a)rdya- (written *v(a)rdiya-). Now in the change from 
old Persian or Avestan to Pahlavi the group r + consonant + y, 
or consonant + r + y, loses the consonant and the y palata- 
lizes an a in the preceding syllable to e: Pehlevi der = Avestan 
*daryya-; modern Persian terah = Avestan tqOrya-, Ser 'lion' 
= Avestan xSaOrya- 'royal' 2 . Hence old Persian *vardya-, 
Avestan vdr'zya- would become Pehlevi *ver. Were this bor- 
rowed with a hardening of v to b, KTOnDT with Y3 from this 
source would mean 'handiwork, handwriting'. This etymology 
is however rendered questionable by the uncertainty of the 
treatment of Pahlavi v and by the question whether the 
change of a to e in the manner described would be complete 
and definite enough to cause the resultant e to be represented 
by Semitic . 

To return then to Sanskrit *hasta-bhira-, Avestan *zasta- 
bira-, old Persian *dasta-bira-: that we should find on a 
Syriac bowl a word which was borrowed from Pahlavi, al- 
though we have no trace of it in Persian of any date, is not 
so remarkable as it might at first sight seem. The sacred 
literature of the Parsis, as now extant, is but a small portion 
of the original writings. Even a casual glance at Bartholomae's 
Altiranisches W'orterbuch reveals that many words occur but 
once in the extant texts; whence it is evident that many 



i) Sanskrit bhdra-, masc, 'fight' shows the root in simpler guise; 
Avestan boiwra- has intensive reduplication, *bhai-bhra- ; of. Bartholomae, 
Indogermanische Forschungen X. 100. This intensive reduplication is seen 
in Greek SalSaXos 'cunningly -wrought', jra«r<£Xi) 'fine flour', iraupfotrw 'I dart 
quickly'; cf. Brugmann, Griechiscke Grammatik 3 § 299. 1. 

2 ) Salemann, op. cit. § 41. 
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words used in the lost portions perished with them 1 . There 
is therefore no inherent improbability in assuming the former 
presence of Avestan and old Persian *bira-, Pahlavi *blr, sur- 
viving in Syriac dasta-bir-d. 

1 Yet it is possible that the aorist of the denominative verb to the 
stem Avestan *bira- is concealed within the corrupt form biraoiat, occur- 
ring Pursisnlha 18: tamt.mazo asayaiti yo tanu.mazo blraoSat, trans- 
lated by Bartholomae "ein Asawerk im Pfandwert des Leibes muB ver- 
richten, wer ein Drugwerk in Pfandwert des Leibes verbrochen hat". 
Cf. Bartholomae, op. cit., p. IX. 3; col. 965 s. v. biraosat; col. 637 s. v. 
tanu . mazah-. If we have here a denominative to *blra-, it must have 
progressed from the meaning 'terrify' to 'commit a terrifying, frightful 
act', a quite natural semantic change. 



